Miles to Go
A Report on
Maine’s Highway Fund
and Its Future
Executive Summary

Miles to Go
A Report on Maine’s Highway Fund and Its Future

Executive Summary
Miles to Go provides a comprehensive overview of how Maine
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finances the construction and maintenance of its 22,600mile highway system. It examines the Legislature and Maine
Department of Transportation’s efforts to deal with persistent funding shortfalls for the state’s Highway Fund over the
past two-and-a-half decades. It takes an in-depth look at
the reasons for that under-funding and makes recommenda-

historically outpaces all other borrowing measures on the

tions for securing a stable and secure highway funding for

ballot, including school renovations, public lands, and

the long-term.

environmental programs. Yet this public mandate does
not necessarily translate into Legislative support for even
modest budget increases.

Key findings of this report are:

• The gasoline tax, the primary support for federal and state
• While Maine has improved its standing in national measures

highway programs, is not a reliable or consistent source of

of road conditions and highway improvements, it still has

revenue as fuel consumption has failed to keep pace with

significant unmet needs in all parts of the state. Since the

vehicle miles traveled (VMT). The indexing plan agreed to by

public clearly supports improved transportation projects, the

the Legislature earlier this year provides a start toward

combined efforts of state and local government, and the

solving the long-term problem. Still, the future of indexing

Congressional Delegation will be needed to provide the

is uncertain as it requires a vote, every two years.

consistent and adequate funding necessary to build and

• Maine maintains the largest highway network in New England,

maintain the efficient highway network a rural state needs

but receives disproportionately fewer federal highway dollars

to compete in the 21st century.

than other New England states; in fact, New Hampshire

• Maine has a backlog of thousands of miles of roads requiring

receives twice the federal funds for fewer miles of roads.

reconstruction to meet current safety standards. The state’s

• Maine’s share of highway funding decreased under TEA-21,

ability to address this backlog varies dramatically from year

the federal highway appropriations bill for 1998-2003,

to year, due to fluctuations in the economy and in revenues

exacerbating the gap between demands for highway

to the Highway Fund.

maintenance and construction and the funds available

• Public support for highway programs in Maine is extraordi-

to address the reconstruction backlog.

nary. The approval rate for transportation bond issues
Miles to Go also takes a close look at other issues impacting the Highway Fund, including the practice of paying for most of the State Police budget through the
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Highway Fund; the relationship of the Highway Fund and
the state’s General Fund from the practice of “borrowing”
between the funds to General Fund support of transportation bond issues; and the impact that recent efficiencies

The Bethel Road. Maine
receives relatively little
federal funding, despite
maintaining the largest rural
road network in New
England. MDOT photo

Maine Highway Funding Facts
• Maine pays 18.4 cents per gallon of gasoline purchased to the federal Highway Trust Fund.
• Maine currently receives 92 cents on the dollar
from the Federal Highway Trust Fund.

and restructuring at MDOT have had, such as realignment, the
Urban-Rural Improvement program and design-build. The re-

• Vehicle miles traveled increased 83 percent nation-

port examines current trends and attitudes, as well, and ex-

wide placing more demand on the highway system.

plores how they may affect the future of the Highway Fund.
• Gasoline use increased only 18 percent, represent
These include:

ing a disproportionately low increase in the fuel
tax revenues used to maintain that highway system.

• The public’s increasing interest in fuel-efficient hybrids,
and how the corresponding decrease in fuel consumption
could affect gasoline tax revenues.
• Continuing public support for ambitious transportation
initiatives, such as an east-west highway, that will require a

• Maine has one of the lowest state gasoline taxes
in New England (22 cents per gallon), lower than
the national and New England average, 23.6 cents
and 23.9 cents per gallon, respectively.

significant new source of funding beyond the Highway Fund.
• The possibility of an increase in or indexing of the federal fuel tax rate.
• Maine’s outlook for reauthorization of federal transpor-

• At $25, Maine’s vehicle registration fee is the lowest in the region. The New England average is
$38.03; the national average is $34.75.

tation funding for six years, beginning in 2003.

Report Recommendations
The report found a variety of responses to the highway funding

4) State and local governments should continue to cooperate

crisis. The following seem the most feasible and important.

to expand reconstruction of the minor collector roads that are
being rebuilt much more slowly than the major arterial roads.

1) The Legislature should confirm indexing of fuel taxes on
July 1, 2003, or adopt an equally substantial and reliable

5) General Fund support for the highway portion of transpor-

alternative. It also should consider raising Maine’s motor vehicle

tation bond issues should continue, at least until MDOT debt

registration fees, currently among the lowest in the country.

service becomes more manageable.

2) In coordination with MDOT, the Congressional Delegation

6) Legislative committees, and the Governor, should investigate

should make a major effort to win more favorable treatment

whether majority funding of State Police through the Highway

for Maine when a six-year transportation authorization bill is

Fund reflects current and future law enforcement priorities, and

passed in 2003. A united approach by MDOT, other stakehol-

whether General Fund support for this department should be

ders and the delegation to pursue grants for specific projects

increased.

also will help, and relieve pressure on state and local revenues.
7) The Legislature should provide strong oversight of MDOT
3) Lawmakers need to look for further alternatives to help

operations and spending to assure the public that the search for

fund future major projects that will improve a transportation

efficiencies continues.

system that is directly connected to the state’s future growth
and prosperity.
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